Structurally distinct plasma membrane regions give rise to extracellular membrane vesicles in normal and transformed lymphocytes.
Shedding of extracellular membranes from the cell surface may be one of the means through which cells communicate with one another. In an attempt to elucidate whether cell surface exfoliation is a directed or random process, we investigated the membrane lipid and protein composition and membrane lipid order of shed extracellular membranes and of plasma membranes from which they arose in normal circulating lymphocytes and in the B-lymphoblastoid cell lines Raji, WI HF2 729 and the T-lymphoblastoid cell line Jurkat. Extracellular membranes derived from transformed cell lines were more rigid as assessed by steady state polarization of 1,6-diphenylhexatriene (DPH) and were highly enriched in cholesterol when compared with the corresponding plasma membrane. The extracellular membranes from normal lymphocytes, on the other hand, were more fluid and contained more polyunsaturated acyl chains than did the plasma membranes from these cells. Our results suggest that extracellular membranes are shed from specialized regions of the lymphocyte plasma membrane and that membrane exfoliation is likely to be a directed event.